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I: Introduction
The topics of the past consistently seem to linger in the present. Seldom is there any one
time when a discussion comes to a definite end. Rather, conversations tend to get bookmarked
and shelved. While shelved, a conversation might gather dust, but it is still there, and it is
accessible to those that seek it. New voices might bring new ideas to old topics. However, old
ideas and perspectives do offer valuable insight to the present. This has become the case for
gender roles and domestic partnerships: a topic of conversation relevant centuries before today’s
feminist movement. I believe it is of importance to investigate the roots of how society
developed its gender roles and domestic partnerships, one root being the English Puritans. John
Milton’s Samson Agonistes begs a contemporary audience to question gender roles. Domestic
partnerships no longer look like they did in the seventeenth century: gender roles are more fluid,
both men and women can be bread-winners, and marriage can be between two people of the
same sex. Some readers might question the relevance of a closet drama from the seventeenth
century in the twenty-first century world. I believe that Samson Agonistes offers insight into
understanding the roles of husband and wife. More specifically, I believe it provides clarity
about female ambition through the story’s main antagonist, Dalila, and her choice to pursue a
role as public heroine. You would not expect an example of an empowered woman to be in
Puritan literature, nor would you expect an example of an actualized woman to be a Biblical
villain. Milton surprises us with his portrayal of Dalila. He seemingly presents Dalila as an
early example of a modern empowered woman in various ways.
My approach for this project is to section my argument of Dalila as an empowered
woman in three parts. First, I provide context for Samson Agonistes through an explanation of
the inspiration of the story, including its historical background, and I compare and contrast the
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Biblical account of Samson and Dalila with Milton’s account and note the relevant changes.
Next, I address Samson and Dalila’s relationship as domestic partners through a discussion and
analysis of their interactions. Finally, I discuss Dalila as an empowered woman, including her
actions and her motivation for betrayal. Dalila did not imprison her husband simply for wealth
and power. Dalila, like most of Milton’s other characters, has hidden depth not readily apparent
in the first reading of the text. It is my hope that through discussing Dalila as an empowered
woman, the depth of her fascinating character will be made transparent, and that she will be held
up as an example of a self-actualized woman.

II: The Bible and Samson Agonistes
Before addressing Dalila as an empowered woman, it is important to provide context for
Milton’s work. Samson Agonistes is a closet drama: a piece that is written similarly to a play,
but not meant to be performed on stage. The drama is heavily inspired by the story of Samson in
the Bible. More specifically, Milton focuses on chapters 13-16 in the Book of Judges, which
directly discusses the events preceding the founding of Israel. The Israelites have entered the
land of Canaan, an area of land that God promised to Abraham, from whom the Israelites
descended (King James Version, Genesis 15:18-21). However, the Philistines already occupy
Canaan: they are well-established, and the Israelites are seen as invaders. This means that the
Israelites and the Philistines fight often, disputing over land and differing religious beliefs. The
Israelites perceive themselves to be God’s chosen people and rightful owners of the Promised
Land; the Philistines, however, are pagan and worship their own god, Dagon (King James
Version, Judges 16:23). Historically, these are two groups that sought the destruction of the
other; many Israelite and Philistine conflicts drive the events of the Old Testament. Therefore,
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when Samson, an Israelite war hero who is supposed to deliver the Israelites from “the hand of
the Philistines,” falls in love with a Philistine woman, Dalila, both of them defy their cultural
norms and values: it is a marriage that promotes strife (King James Version, Judges 13:1).
Through this ancient conflict, Milton establishes the tense history, and the enthralling plot, of
Samson Agonistes.
As told by the title, Milton’s work focuses primarily on Samson and his experiences in
the text. Milton, however, provides additional clues to what those experiences are by using the
word Agonistes after Samson’s name in the title. The word Agonistes is, “Used postpositively as
an epithet with proper names: who is an agonist, engaged in a struggle or combat” (OED). The
story takes place after Samson’s victories, when he is a prisoner in a Philistine dungeon.
Therefore, it is important to clarify that Samson’s struggles in Samson Agonistes are derived
from his capture, and not from his battles prior to his imprisonment.
As mentioned, Samson Agonistes is inspired by a biblical story, similar to Milton’s
famous epic, Paradise Lost. And, like Paradise Lost, Milton takes creative liberties with his
storytelling. In the Book of Judges, Samson is born to be a servant of God, and to be the
spearhead in destroying Israel’s enemy, the Philistines. It is written, “the child shall be a
Nazarite unto God from the womb: and he shall begin to deliver Israel out of the hand of the
Philistines” (King James Version, Judges 13:5). Though Samson is to be, and becomes, the man
who rebels against the Philistines, he has one overwhelming weakness: women. Samson lusts
after an unnamed Philistine woman who lives in Timnah, whom he marries. Days later, she is
burned alive by her people for marrying an Israelite (King James Version, Judges 14). Enraged,
Samson leads his people in war against the Philistines for twenty years, but not before solidifying
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his reputation as a great warrior by slaughtering a thousand Philistine soldiers, with the jaw of a
donkey as his only weapon (King James Version, Judges 15).
When Samson goes to Gaza, a Philistine city, his weakness for women becomes his fall
from the grace of God. There, Samson meets Dalila, a Philistine prostitute, who is sent by
Philistine officials to discover Samson’s weakness. Samson, only knowing her for days, teases
Dalila and the Philistine military with false weaknesses; he breaks her bonds each time she
attempts to capture him. However, when Dalila appeals to him, “How canst thou say, I love
thee, when thine heart is not with me? thou hast mocked me these three times, and hast not told
me wherein thy great strength lieth,” Samson relents and tells Dalila that if his hair is shaved
from his head, “my strength will go from me, and I shall become weak, and be like any other
man” (King James Version, Judges 16:15-17). Samson, after revealing his true weakness, is
taken prisoner by the Philistines. Samson betrayed God’s will, and so God punished him.
Milton takes creative liberties with the story of Samson. In Samson Agonistes, the plot
begins with Samson already blinded and imprisoned: the history of the Israelite and Philistine
conflict is established. However, one of the overwhelming changes Milton makes between the
biblical story and Samson Agonistes, and the most important change, is that Dalila, instead of
being a prostitute, is actually Samson’s wife. Dalila, as the Biblical prostitute, is an antagonist in
that she is ordered to bring about Samson’s downfall, but her ties to Samson are weak because
she has no expectation to be loyal to him, because she is a prostitute: she holds no status.
Milton, wittingly, in making Dalila Samson’s wife, made her to be a stronger antagonist than in
the Biblical story: an antagonist who the readers ought to despise because she is supposed to
exhibit loyalty towards her husband, but instead she betrays him; she disregards her conjugal
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duties for her own ambitions. Milton makes Dalila’s betrayal in Samson Agonistes much more
profound than in the Bible, solidifying her role as a driving force in the plot.
Milton, as an English Puritan in the seventeenth century, wrote for a seventeenth century
audience. Those readers likely would have viewed an ambitious Dalila as evil and objectionable:
her duty as a wife is to stand aside and support her husband in his pursuits of fame and glory; she
should remain fiercely loyal to, and be supportive of, her husband; she should sacrifice her own
wants so Samson’s may be fulfilled. However, in a contemporary context, reading Dalila as an
evil and objectionable character makes little sense. Her actions may be selfish, but her
husband’s actions are selfish, too. In a contemporary context, Dalila’s ambition ought to be
praised because she has the motivation to create a better life for herself. Dalila rises from a
seemingly insignificant role in Samson’s life to becoming the most important person in hers:
Dalila becomes an empowered woman.

III: Dalila and Samson as Domestic Partners
Dalila, as a wife, is concerned for her husband. She comes to Samson, regretful of her
decision to turn him over to the Philistines, who have imprisoned him, blinded him, and forced
him to become a grinder. Dalila visits Samson and says:
With doubtful feet and wavering resolution
I came, still dreading thy displeasure, Samson,
Which to have merited, without excuse,
I cannot but acknowledge; yet if tears
May expiate (though the fact more evil drew
In the perverse event then I foresaw)
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My penance hath not slack'n'd, though my pardon
No way assur'd. But conjugal affection
Prevailing over fear, and timerous doubt
Hath led me on desirous to behold
Once more thy face, and know of thy estate. (lines 732-42)
Dalila is honest with Samson; she knows that she has wronged him and does not deny it to him.
She claims that her own self-punishment has not waned, her only punishment for betraying
Samson, and that she comes to him now due to her conjugal duties; she overcomes her fears to
look upon Samson's face. Dalila recognizes her duty as a wife, so she approaches him to explain
herself and make amends. She also discusses her motivation to betray Samson out of love, an act
to preserve their marriage, for she knows her husband’s downfall:
what if Love, which thou interpret'st hate,
The jealousie of Love, powerful of sway
In human hearts, nor less in mine towards thee,
Caus'd what I did? I saw thee mutable
Of fancy, fear'd lest one day thou wouldst leave me
As her at Timna, sought by all means therefore
How to endear, and hold thee to me firmest:
No better way I saw then by importuning
To learn thy secrets (lines 790-8)
Dalila continues to explain that she can now visit Samson in prison whenever she wants to, when
previously they could not see each other because Samson was off fighting (lines 807-9). Dalila
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makes an appeal to love in attempt to persuade Samson, seemingly contradictory to the idea of
the “empowered woman” that feminism brings to the modern reader (lines 773-4).
Despite her initial pleads of her weaknesses as a woman, Samson does not believe
Dalila’s excuses for turning him over to the Philistines. Samson says, “In vain thou striv’st to
cover shame with shame, / Or by evasions thy crime uncoverst more” (lines 841-2). Samson
recognizes his wife’s attempt to hide, what he perceives to be her shame of having him
imprisoned with the shame of being a woman in love. Samson understands that his wife did not
have him imprisoned as a way of preserving their marriage. She did not specifically seek to
prevent any infidelity that he might commit while he was away fighting, as he did to the woman
at Timna (lines 794-5). Critic Brendan Quigley offers that, “For Samson, the tearful Dalila is
unquestionably and obviously false, and in such a case there can be no possibility of genuine
temptation. He has made his discovery with consummate ease” (533). Samson is angry with
Dalila, and so he does not believe a word that she says, even if she speaks truth. Samson
deserves the right to be enraged: his wife is now more powerful than he is. She earned wealth
and influence at his expense, and now Samson is powerless before her.
With her first argument refuted, Dalila proceeds to her next defense: civil duty. She tells
of the magistrates and princes that approach and threaten her to turn in Samson, who is an enemy
of Gaza and “Dishonourer of Dagon” (lines 850-61). It is here that Dalila brings forth a more
truthful answer to Samson:
Only my love of thee held long debate;
And combated in silence all these reasons
With hard contest…
…that to the public good
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Private respects must yield; with grave authority
Took full possession of me and prevail'd (lines 863-5, 867-9)
In her discussion with Samson, Dalila tells him that her love for him held out as long as it could,
but she could not bring herself to betray her people. Dalila gained much for turning Samson
over; her reason is deeper than civic duty.
Samson, as a husband, is naive of his wife’s intentions. He had faith in the love of Dalila:
that their differences of religion and nationalities was cast aside at their marriage. Samson,
trying to reconcile with his wife’s betrayal, says:
I…
chose thee from among
My enemies, lov'd thee
unbosom'd all my secrets to thee…
By thy request, who could deny thee nothing;
Yet now am judg'd an enemy. Why then
Didst thou at first receive me for thy husband?...
Being once a wife, for me thou wast to leave
Parents and countrey; nor was I their subject,
Nor under their protection but my own,
Thou mine, not theirs. (lines 876-9, 881-3, 885-8)
Samson, a war hero for the Israelites, married to a Philistine woman, did not see the potential for
betrayal from Dalila; he was “blinded” by love. How could the man destined to lead the
Israelites to freedom not consider a betrayal through a union with a woman of his enemy?
Professor Stanley Fish offers the idea that Samson married Dalila because of a misinterpretation
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of duty; Samson believed it was God’s plan for him to marry Dalila. He writes, “He married the
woman of Timma because God told him to...But a few lines later, when he considers the
marriage to Dalila, he reports that, in this instance, he was apparently mistaken about what God
wanted him to do” (Fish 89). The idea that Samson married Dalila because of a
misinterpretation of God’s will is worth entertaining. Is Dalila to blame for her betrayal to
Samson because Samson misunderstood God? Dalila is pagan, a worshipper of Dagon: she does
not follow the will of the God of Israel, and therefore should not be held accountable to the will
of the Israelite’s God, despite her role in a spiritual test for Samson. In marrying Dalila, Samson
betrayed God. However, Samson, in order to build conjugal bonds, had to tell Dalila the source
of his great strength: his hair. Samson broke the Nazirite vow that he lived by since he was born,
that his hair must not be shaven from his head with a razor (King James Version, Judges 13:5).
As consequence, God abandoned Samson and furnished him with a suitable punishment from
Dalila, because Samson, spiritually misguided, disobeyed His will. Dalila cannot be held
responsible for Samson’s choice.
Samson is left abandoned in the depths of a Philistine dungeon: his eyes have been
gouged out, he grinds grain, a hard and tedious task, and he is powerless in his situation. Dalila
has emasculated him and taken a role similar to what he had prior: she is now living a life full of
wealth and influence. Traditional of English Puritans, Samson ought to be the head of the
household, but Dalila takes that role from him, exhibiting both masculine leadership and
feminine guile. However, this emasculation does not prevent an angry Samson from forgiving
Dalila:
At distance I forgive thee, go with that;
Bewail thy falshood, and the pious works
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It hath brought forth to make thee memorable
Among illustrious women, faithful wives:
Cherish thy hast'n'd widowhood with the gold
Of Matrimonial treason: so farwel. (lines 954-9)
Samson delivers Dalila a harsh forgiveness. However, Dalila still received the amnesty she
sought from Samson, providing her with peace of mind.
Dalila and Samson are a dramatized domestic partnership that shows the faults in a
marriage where there is no strong conjugal bond. Because of this lack of a defining bond
between Samson and Dalila, there is an imbalance of power in their marriage, which Dalila
seizes to her advantage. They are far from the example of an ideal married couple, in either
Puritan England or modern times. Samson and Dalila should serve as a reminder to spouses to
maintain communication with one another. And though Dalila acts out against Samson, her
motive for doing so is justifiable, which I will explain further in the next section of this paper:
there is nothing that holds Dalila to remaining loyal to Samson, so she takes hold of opportunity
to make her life her own. And, in making her life her own, Dalila becomes an empowered
woman.

IV: Dalila as an Empowered Woman
Dalila’s life as a wife to Samson, at the least, is graced with mediocrity. Samson is a
war-hero: a manifestation of strength and a symbol of national pride for the Israelites. Though
Samson earned notoriety as a fighter, he did not earn fame by being a good husband. Henry
Smith, an English Protestant minister from the late sixteenth century who helped establish
Puritanical beliefs in marital duties, writes, “mariage was ordained by God himself…Before man
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had anie other calling, he was called to be a husband, therefore it hath the honour of antiquitie
aboue all other ordinances, because it was ordained first, and is the auncientest calling of men”
(2-3). Smith claims that above all else, a man must be a husband to his wife, as God ordained
Adam to be to Eve. By this precedent, Samson should have limited his time away from Dalila so
that he could fulfill his role in their domestic partnership. However, Samson does not take part
in the “auncientest calling of men” (3). Furthermore, Smith writes:
For the first yeare after mariage, God would not haue the husband goe to warre
with his enemies but no yeare would he haue him warre with his wife, and
therefore God gaue him that yeare to stay at home and settle his loue, that he
might not warre, nor iarre after: for the God of peace dwelleth not in the house of
warre. As a kingdom cannot stand if it be deuided, so a house cannot stand if it
be deuided: for strife is like fire which leaues nothing but dust, and smoake, and
ashes behinde it. (45)
Samson is absent for long periods of time due to his campaign against the Philistines. Samson
fails in fulfilling Smith’s wartime precedent: a husband should take time away from fighting his
enemies so that he and his wife can grow their love and settle their home. A marriage that does
not meet this precedent, as told by Smith, leaves nothing but destruction for the husband and
wife. But Samson does not stay at home to establish his love with Dalila, directly causing her
isolation. Dalila says, “I at home sate full of cares and fears / Wailing thy absence in my
widow'd bed...” (lines 807-9). Can conjugal bonds remain strong if there is no maintained
contact between husband and wife? Smith states that “a house cannot stand if it
be deuided,” therefore a marriage that is split cannot stand, either (45). If Dalila assumed that
her husband was dead, she should not be required to remain loyal to him, because Samson failed
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to uphold his vows and duties as a husband. Samson did not promote an opportunity for his and
Dalila’s relationship to grow.
Furthermore, John C. Ulreich writes, “Given her circumstances--as a wife now rejected
and perhaps never greatly cherished...her arguments are neither unreasonable nor inhumane”
(188). Samson chose Dalila to marry from among all of the women he conquered. Dalila is a
prize to him (lines 876-9). Though Samson confides his secrets to Dalila, she is, essentially, a
spoil of war. Because of the circumstances of their meeting, and his abandonment of Dalila
thereafter, Samson’s love does not seem authentic. In contrast, Dalila’s love for Samson seems
to be sincere. Though Samson does not believe her, I think Dalila makes a genuine appeal to her
husband:
I to the Lords will intercede, not doubting
Thir favourable ear, that I may fetch thee
From forth this loathsom prison-house, to abide
With me, where my redoubl'd love and care
With nursing diligence, to me glad office,
May ever tend about thee to old age
With all things grateful chear'd, and so suppli'd,
That what by me thou hast lost thou least shalt miss. (lines 920-7)
Dalila offers to help release Samson from prison and to take care of him, supplying him with
whatever he desires. Dalila does not treat Samson with malice; she seeks to make amends.
Professor Tobias Gregory makes a similar point about Dalila:
Dalila and Harapha are neither monsters nor fools; they are not meant to be. We
know that they are not even meant to be ‘trivial or vulgar persons,’ since Milton
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says in his prefatory note to Samson Agonistes that such have no place in a
tragedy…Dalila, on even the most sympathetic reading, has made disastrous
misjudgments. (Gregory 199)
Dalila is not malicious because she has sympathy for her husband. She may be Samson’s
antagonist, but she is not an evil person. She has no prevalent guide in her life, because her
husband abandons her. Dalila is “spiritually anchorless and hopelessly adrift” (Bennett 228).
Because Samson denied her companionship, Dalila has emptiness in her life that needs to be
filled. Though Dalila enjoys the riches and power she earned by betraying her husband, her visit
speaks to her want to fully establish a relationship with Samson.
Dalila is not a weak woman, as she describes herself in the text. She is beautiful, and
also intelligent and ambitious. While being ambitious could be considered a negative quality to
English Puritans, I propose that it is Dalila’s source of strength. Being ambitious is Dalila’s
means of achieving what she seeks in life. Joan S. Bennett writes that Dalila is:
enjoying the role of civic heroine...as well as relief from the pressures to
which the authorities had been subjecting her. Her public image, her mental
ease, her emotional and physical pleasure — these are good things. And she
wants to accumulate the greatest possible number of such goods, to which, she
must presume, her very gifted nature entitles her. (Bennett 228)
With Samson absent, in terms of both the marriage and imprisonment, Dalila is now able to earn
her status, which was originally denied to her because of her wifely role to Samson. Her
introduction in the verse exemplifies this:
But who is this, what thing of Sea or Land?
Femal of sex it seems,
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That so bedeckt, ornate, and gay,
Comes this way sailing
Like a stately Ship...
With all her bravery on, and tackle trim,
Sails fill'd, and streamers waving,
Courted by all the winds that hold them play,
An Amber sent of odorous perfume
Her harbinger, a damsel train behind;
Some rich Philistian Matron she may seem,
And now at nearer view, no other certain
Then Dalila thy wife. (lines 710-14; 716-24)
Dalila’s entrance in the text is grand; an entrance deserving of a powerful woman. She is richly
adorned, heavily perfumed, and has a large following of maids; she is a woman of influence.
These are not signs of a weak woman who betrayed her husband out of love, but of an ambitious
woman with great motivation. Her only obstacle in achieving a better life is Samson: the cause
of her abandonment. Turning Samson over to the Philistines in exchange for a rich lifestyle and
influential political status is a fair trade for Dalila. It is not expected in Puritanical literature for a
woman to transform a seemingly fruitless marriage into an empowering opportunity. Dalila does
that in her rise to power. She realizes her greatest potential and achieves self-actualization. It is
interesting to see the difference between the Dalila in the Bible and the Dalila in Samson
Agonistes. In the Bible, she is Dalila the prostitute. Milton transforms Dalila into a public hero,
allowing Dalila to become an empowered woman.
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But how does Dalila reconcile with any possible guilt and obtain mental ease? Obtaining
great material wealth and pleasure surely cannot come without any sort of emotional
consequence. A primary reason Dalila visits Samson is to receive his forgiveness. After Dalila
wishes to touch Samson, he tells her, “At distance I forgive thee, go with that” (line 954). And
though Samson’s forgiveness is full of anger and bitterness, Dalila still attempted to make
amends with her husband, and that is seemingly enough to provide Dalila the peace of mind she
needed to justify her actions:
in my countrey where I most desire,
In Ecron, Gaza, Asdod, and in Gath
I shall be nam'd among the famousest
Of Women, sung at solemn festivals,
Living and dead recorded, who to save
Her countrey from a fierce destroyer, chose
Above the faith of wedlock-bands, my tomb
With odours visited and annual flowers...
...Nor shall I count it hainous to enjoy
The public marks of honour and reward
Conferr'd upon me, for the piety
Which to my countrey I was judg'd to have shewn.
At this who ever envies or repines
I leave him to his lot, and like my own. (lines 980-7; 991-6)
This passage is where Dalila becomes defensive, but only after her husband refuses to provide
the tenderness Dalila needed from him as a husband. As I mentioned earlier, Samson does have
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a right to be angry about Dalila’s actions against him. But ultimately, the responsibility of
Samson’s imprisonment falls on him for neglecting Dalila. Clay Daniel comments that Samson,
“adheres to a pattern of lust and violence that repels God, we can see that Samson never is
regenerated,” and that, “Samson's attack on Dalila's motives explodes the holiness of Samson's
plans to erect a Hebrew state by using his Philistine marriages as a stratagem to attack his wives'
country” (11, 17). What Daniel establishes is that Samson had selfish motives in marrying
Dalila; the same applies to Samson’s affair with the woman from Timna. He does not love
Philistine women for the sake of love, but to use them as a means to conquer. As a character, he
is not restored by God because he is stuck in his own pattern of ambition: to fight and destroy the
Philistines. Therefore, Dalila’s drive to achieve wealth and fame is as opportune as her
husband’s desire to be a conqueror. Her betrayal is a response to her abandonment by Samson.
Dalila’s actions are justified because she, like her husband, sought glory and pursued it. This
does not make Dalila malicious. Referring again to Smith that “a house cannot stand if it be
deuided,” since Samson will not reach amends with Dalila, she figuratively removes the pillars
that held up their marriage, departing from Samson with her peace of mind and leaving him in
the dark (45).

V: Conclusion
Dalila cannot be blamed for turning her husband over to the Philistines. She was an
uncherished spouse: abandoned by her glory-seeking husband in a land that was not her home.
Dalila found opportunity to make her life be as she wanted it; Dalila found a life of wealth and
influence as a public heroine for her people. She was able to become an empowered woman,
accomplishing and accumulating everything that she wanted out of life. In Samson Agonistes,
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Milton tells a story about a man who struggles, but he also tells a story of a woman who
flourishes. The questions of morality behind Dalila’s actions are ambiguous, at best. But,
instead of judging Dalila on her code of ethics, I believe that Samson Agonistes should be held
up as an example of how a woman made the most of a difficult circumstance. In the time of
seventeenth century English Puritans, Dalila likely would have been an appalling character: she
broke the norms of what a good wife should be. However, her breaking her wifely duties was a
response to Samson’s abandonment: if a husband ignores his duties to his wife, so should a wife
be able to ignore her duties to her husband. Dalila should be commended for her intelligence,
craftiness, and for her ability to rise from a conquered spouse to become a self-actualized
individual. Milton may have had different intentions for how Dalila should be viewed. In a
contemporary context, she should not be expected to have her life be placed second to her absent
husband’s; a woman has as much right to lead a fulfilling life as a man does. This is a reason
among many why, when discussing modern social topics, such as feminism, it is important to
reference the literature of our predecessors: to interpret, and reinterpret, what they have to say, so
that we, as members of academia and an ever-fluctuating world, can continue to add to that
conversation, so that we can make social progress. Milton’s writing is still relevant to today:
Milton provides his modern audience with a distinguished example of what an empowered
woman can achieve.
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